
Youth and Social Connection 
About a million young people in Canada say they’re often or always lonely. 
So, what’s going on and what does it mean for their mental health? 

How are young people doing?
•	 Youth mental health in Canada has 

been declining.i  

•	 Mood and anxiety disorders are on the 
rise among youth.ii  

•	 Girls and transgender youth report 
consistently worse mental health 
outcomes than their peers.iii  

•	 Between 66% and 75% of mental 
health issues first appear before the 
age of 24.iv  

•	 In Canada, youth 16-24 think about 
suicide more often than any other 
age group.v 

Loneliness in youth
Youth are the loneliest of all age groups in 
Canada.vi 

•	 1 in 5 youth ages 15–24 feel lonely 
often or always.  

•	 Girls report frequent loneliness more 
often than boys.  

•	 Transgender and gender-diverse youth 
report the highest levels of loneliness.  

•	 Young Canadians (ages 16-24) report 
less positive social relationships and 
less social support than all other 
age groups.

Why loneliness matters
•	 Feeling lonely can have a huge impact 

on young people’s lives.vii  

When youth feel lonely, they are more 
likely to: 

•	 Struggle with their mental health.  

•	 Have trouble sleeping or feel tired all 
the time.  

•	 Find it harder to focus or stay 
motivated at school. 

•	 Take more risks, like using substances. 

•	 Pull away from friends, family, and 
activities they used to enjoy.  

•	 Have more physical symptoms, like 
headaches or stomach aches.  



Why connection matters 
Feeling connected to others is one of the 
most important ways to protect young 
people’s mental health.viii 

When young people feel connected: 

•	 They feel they belong and are 
accepted.  

•	 They build confidence, resilience, and 
cope better.  

•	 They report lower anxiety and 
depression and fewer thoughts 
of suicide. 

•	 They are less likely to engage in 
risky behaviours, like substance use, 
violence, and other health risks.ix  

Youth connection in a digital world
Nearly all Canadian youth are online and 
using social media. But being digitally 
connected doesn’t mean they feel 
connected to each other. 

•	 99% of Canadian youth (15–24) use 
the Internet.  

•	 About 4 in 10 Canadian youth exceed 
recommended screen time guidelines 
which is linked to negative impacts on 
their mental health and well-being.x 

•	 People who rely only on virtual 
communication report lower 
relationship satisfaction and 
higher loneliness.xi 

•	 Social isolation can make youth more 
vulnerable to harmful online influences, 
including extremism.xii  

Social Media and Youth Connection  
Social media plays a big role in how 
young people connect. It can support 
friendships and social ties. But how they 
use it matters.

•	 91% of youth use social media.xiii  

•	 Youth report the longest screen time 
and highest social media use of any 
age group.xiv   

•	 Up to 21% of youth say social media 
use interferes with sleep, relationships, 
or mental health.xv

•	 Heavy use of social media use in 
youth is linked with poorer mental 
health and lower life satisfaction,xvi 
and specifically with: 

•	Symptoms of anxiety and depression 
•	Increased thoughts of suicide 
•	Poor sleep  
•	Reduced overall well-being 
•	Increased loneliness

AI Chatbots and Connection
Artificial intelligence is changing 
how young people seek support and 
connection. More youth are turning to AI 
chatbots, especially when they feel lonely 
or isolated.xvii  

•	 Chatbots may provide some short-
term relief from loneliness, but they 
don’t – and can’t – replace real 
relationships.xviii  

•	 Over-reliance on AI for support is 
linked to greater isolation over time 
and reduced real-world connections.xix
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How youth can address their 
loneliness
•	 Make time for real-life connection.  

•	 Get involved in something live and in 
person. Join a club, team, or activity 
with your friends or to meet new 
people. 

•	 Don’t just message. Make plans. Hang 
out instead of staying online.  

•	 Take breaks from screens. 

•	 Notice how you feel. Too much 
scrolling can make loneliness worse.  

•	 Reach out if you’re feeling lonely. Talk 
to someone you trust.  

•	 If you can’t shake the loneliness, it’s 
okay to ask for support. 

Adults can help young people feel 
less alone
•	 Put devices down during meals, 

activities, and time with friends 
and family. 

•	 Encourage real world activities. 

•	 Set healthy boundaries around screen 
use, especially around bedtime and 
during time together.  

•	 Be an adult role model: how are you 
using screens yourself?  

•	 Notice signs of isolation. Stay 
connected and be there for them.
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